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Ovelegue

Nineteen bhundred sixty-six
Oxford, Mississippi

he three of them walked together, their arms linked, as they left

the campus of Ole Miss. Their conversation, as they walked
along, dealt with the unbearable humidity that blanketed the
town—the whole state, for that matter. Their destination was the
Moss Teahouse, run by Hattie and Mattie Moss, two spinsters who,
if you believed the rumors, had lived forever and were never going
to die because they belonged to the Moss Clan, whatever the hell
the Moss Clan was.

The reason the trio was headed for the Moss Teahouse wasn’t
because they craved the watery, flavorless tea or the wilted cucum-
ber sandwiches that the older ladies of the town devoured, but be-
cause none of their classmates frequented the teahouse. Who in
her right mind wanted to sit in a dusty, moldy-smelling tearoom,
staring out grimy windows behind limp ruffled curtains? The rea-
son they were going to the teahouse was that Allison Matthews had
something of the utmost importance to discuss with her two best
friends. A secret, actually. No, what she wanted to discuss was more
than a secret. It was a devilishly clever idea that would put them all
on easy street for the rest of their lives. If, and it was a big if, the
three of them had the guts to pull it off.

The conversation drifted to final exams and how prepared each
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of them was. All were among the top five percent of their class, so
there were no worries for any of them. Taking a Saturday off to deal
with secret, devilish plans didn’t pose a problem at all. Their situa-
tion was far different from that of fellow students who had partied
and cut classes, and now had to cram around the clock just to grad-
uate from Ole Miss by the skin of their teeth and leave town with
their heads up.

There was nothing notable about the trio. They weren’t preppie,
they certainly weren’t pretty, nor were they shapely or fashionable.
What they were was bookish-looking. Bookworms. All three wore
glasses and no makeup, but, then again, makeup wouldn’t have
helped Allison’s hawkish features or Jill's moon face, which was just
as round as the rest of her. Gwen’s overbite and full lips would have
cried out in protest if makeup had been applied.

The three of them had met in the library and, out of necessity,
quickly formed a bond. Four years of college demanded you have
someone to pal around with, and they’d had good times, the three
of them, even though they all lusted in their hearts to belong.

In addition to their superior intelligence, the trio had another
thing in common—they loved money. Late at night, when they
huddled together, they’d talk about how someday they would all
be rich and famous. Then they were going to meet up, go to their
college reunion, and make all their hoity-toity classmates sit up and
take notice. It was a dream, but one they knew would come to
fruition if they worked hard and kept at it. Allison, their spokesper-
son, always said if you persevered, you would prevail. Allison never
said anything unless it was true. Well, hardly ever.

It was a pretty little town, not exactly your typical college town
but close, and it was full of monster trees with hanging moss that at
times looked eerie yet beautiful at the same time. The shops along
the thoroughfare were quaint, with brightly colored striped
awnings and multipaned windows that glistened in the brilliant
April sunshine.

The trio walked past Mulvaney’s drugstore, where the scent of
Chantilly powder wafted through the open door. The girls stopped
to look at the saiE sign on the front window. Prell shampoo and
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Colgate toothpaste were listed. Two for the price of one, but the
girls weren’t interested. They shrugged as they continued down the
shady street, past a hardware store so quaint it looked just as it
would have fifty years earlier. Daniel Hawthorn sat on an old rocker
under the front window, smoking his pipe. Next to him was a barrel
of rakes and shovels, and huge bags of grass seed, the first and only
clue that the building was indeed a hardware store. Mrs. Hawthorn
believed in starched curtains, as did most of the shopkeepers. But
curtains in a hardware store? Puh-leeze.

“Well, girls, here we are,” Allison said, her voice sounding jittery.
She made a pretext of looking inside the tearoom before sitting
down on the white-painted bench in front of a bow window
adorned with limp checkered curtains. Half-barrels that had been
painted white and were full of flowers so colorful they looked like a
rainbow in a circle graced each side of the bench. Everyone said
Hattie and Mattie Moss had a green thumb and would have been
better off operating a flower shop instead of a teahouse. Of course,
no one said that to their faces.

Jill Davis wiped at her perspiring face. Her hair was plastered to
her forehead. “Are we going to stay out here or go inside, where it
might be a tad cooler? I hate this damn humidity. Look at me, I'm
drenched,” she complained.

Allison got up off the bench, looking up and down the street.
Her hand snaked out to the ornate doorknob. A bell tinkled as she
walked through, Jill and Gwen following. She stepped to the side
to allow the others more standing room and give her eyes time to
get used to the dim interior. Her hand went automatically to her
glasses to adjust them on her sweaty face. Her friends did the
same.

Allison led the way to the back of the tearoom, where a small
cluster of empty tables waited. Overhead, paddle fans whirred nois-
ily. Even in the dimness, dust at least half an inch thick coated the
blades as they whirled around. Gwen sneezed, not once but three
times, as she took her seat at the small, round wrought-iron table.
Her eyes started to water behind her thick glasses.

“We should have gone to Dominic’s Pizza Parlor. This place is
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disgusting,” Gwen grumbled as she cleaned her glasses with the
hem of her skirt.

“Too noisy at Dominic’s. Look around—no one is here. It’s the
middle of the afternoon, and we have the place to ourselves. We
don’t actually have to drink the tea or eat the sandwiches. We've
been coming here for years when we had important things to dis-
cuss. It’s a tradition,” Allison said, her voice sounding defensive.

“Well, let’s get to it so we can get out of here. It’s just as hot in-
side as it is outside. I swear, I am going to move to Colorado first
chance I get, and I'm never coming back to this place,” Jill whined.
“Well, I'll come back for a reunion, but that’s it.”

Hattie, or maybe it was Mattie, clomped her way to their table, a
pad of paper and a pencil in her hand. Her ample bosom heaved
with the effort of having walked across the room. “Hello, ladies,”
she chirped. “What can I get for you today?”

“We’ll have three ice teas, and some of your famous rice cakes,”
Allison said.

“No rice cakes today, ladies. We do have some store-bought
cookies if your sweet tooth can tolerate them,” Hattie or Mattie
chirped again.

“Ah, no. Just the ice tea then.”

Hattie or Mattie grimaced as she painstakingly wrote down the
order before trundling off to the back of the teahouse.

“Okay, why are we here?” Gwen asked as she patted at her per-
spiring neck with a paper napkin. She yanked at the collar of her
yellow blouse, which looked soaking wet.

Allison looked across the table at her two friends. She sucked in
her breath, then exhaled it in a loud swoosh. She took a second
deep breath as she leaned across the table. Her voice dropped to a
hoarse whisper. “We’re going to rob the bank I work in. I can’t do it
myself, so that means I need your help, and we split the proceeds
three ways. Think of it as three for the money. In this case we’re
talking about bearer bonds. You in or out?” She flopped back in her
chair as her classmates stared at her, their mouths hanging open.

Jill’'s plump fingers grasped the edge of the table. Her whole
body started to shake. “In or out of what?” she gasped.
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“With me or against me,” Allison said. “Gwen?”

“When you rob a bank, you go to jail. Where did you get an idea
like this? I wouldn’t do well in jail. I think this state makes women
go out in chain gangs. The guards rape women prisoners. I don’t
think so, Allison. I'm not a brave person. You know me, I'm scared
of my own shadow. I won’t tell anyone if you want to go ahead and
do it. No. My answer is no.”

Allison stared at her friends. “What if I told you I've been plan-
ning this for a year and can guarantee we’ll get away with it. This is
not a lark. I'm serious—we can do it. We'll be rich. Not right away;,
because we’ll have to wait till the bonds come due. No one can
trace them to us. Bearer bonds, girls. At my bank. I have it all down
pat. Come on, for once in our lives let’'s do something radical.
There’s not a person within a hundred miles who would ever think
we pulled it off. 'm telling you, we can do this and walk away with
no one the wiser. You know I'm smart enough to plan this thor-
oughly.”

Jill continued to mop at her perspiring face and neck. Hattie or
Mattie set down three glasses of tea whose ice cubes had already
melted. Gwen reached for her glass just to have something to do
with her hands.

“Tell us the plan,” Gwen whispered nervously, after Hattie or
Mattie had left.

Allison smiled. “It’s so simple, it’s downright scary. As you both
know, I've worked at the bank part-time since I got here. That’s
four years of employment. Mr. Augustus depends on me. At
Christmastime last year he said he didn’t know what he would do
without me, said I more or less ran the bank, but that was a joke.
He just meant that I know everything there is to know, which is
true. You also know that he belongs to that Gentlemen’s Club with
all those old rich, fuddy-duddy pals he associates with. They are all
obscenely rich. Everyone knows that, too.

“So here’s the plan. Four times a year, regular as clockwork,
someone delivers a package of bearer bonds. The man just drops
them off in a brown envelope. It isn’t even sealed, just clasped.
Then Mr. Augustus divvies them up among the men from the club.
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One time the package sat on his desk for a whole week. He never
even opened it. Do you believe that? I always thought they were
doing something . . . something illegal.

“Moving right along here. As you know, Margaret, Corinne, and I
are the only employees. My hours are never the same, depending
on my classes. Corinne works just three days a week. Only Margaret
is full-time. Neither one of them pays attention to anything. They're
just tellers, and if the bank is empty, they go in the back and drink
sweet tea. If someone comes in to deposit or withdraw, I buzz
them. Are you following me here?”

Two heads bobbed up and down.

“Mr. Augustus is going on a trip with the Gentlemen’s Club next
week. This time they’re even taking their wives. The courier is due
the day after they leave. Now, this is important. No one touches
that envelope but the courier. He personally walks into Mr.
Augustus’s office and puts it on his desk. He closes the door when
he leaves. Usually Margaret signs for the envelope, dates it, and
gives me the receipt to file.

“All we have to do is substitute plain white paper for the bonds.
I'll do that, wearing gloves of course. One of you will come into the
bank and put the bonds in your safe-deposit box. I won’t log you in,
so there will be no record that you went to the vault. You’ll do this
when Margaret and Corinne are in the back. You leave. The bonds
are safe. We won’t move them till after graduation and we’re ready
to leave town. What do you think so far?”

“Robbing the bank, any bank, is a federal offense,” Jill squeaked.

“Why aren’t the bonds put in the vault?” Gwen asked.

Allison threw her hands in the air. “I don’t know. Mr. Augustus
must not think anyone would have the nerve to rob him. Either
that, or he’s stupid. Like I said, I personally think he and those
other men in the Gentlemen’s Club are doing something illegal. I
haven’t quite figured out what, and maybe I never will. It’s just the
way it is. Look, it’s a small, privately owned bank. Mr. Augustus does
things his way. This is, after all, Mississippi.

“No fingerprints will be on the envelope other than the
courier’s. All we have to do is cut up newspapers the same size as
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typing paper. We'll wear gloves. I'll carry everything in my book
bag. I have it covered, girls.”

“How are you going to hold up against the FBI, Allison?” Jill
whispered.

Allison looked around. The bell over the door had tinkled. Two
little old ladies with blue-white hair carrying string shopping bags
walked in and settled themselves at a table at the front of the tea-
house. A few minutes later, a woman dragging a toddler demanding
an ice-cream cone entered.

“Time to go, girls. Don’t worry about me. I can hold my own.
I've been planning this for a whole year. At the risk of repeating my-
self, are you in or out?”

Two heads bobbed up and down.

“If we do this, and if we pull it off, does it mean we finally qualify
as being the downtown girls who become the ‘uptown girls’?” Jill
asked.

“It definitely does,” Allison said, her eyes sparkling behind her
glasses as she counted out change and left a small tip on the table.
“Now, let’s go get some pizza.”
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Five years later
Winchester, Virginia

andy-haired Dennis Lowell bounced his way into the small hos-
Spital, a huge smile on his face. He was the father of a baby girl.
He hadn’t seen her yet, but he knew she was going to be the most
beautiful baby in the whole world. What, he wondered, had he
done to deserve this happiness? His dark brown eyes sparkled at
the thought.

Names for his new offspring flitted through his mind. He had
been unable to get Allison to settle on one before she gave birth.
He rather thought it was because she didn’t want to be committed
to a girl’s name, then deliver a baby boy. Well, she wasn’t going to
be able to procrastinate much longer. A baby’s name was going to
go on the birth certificate. He hoped she’d go with Olivia—after his
mother. But in the end, it didn’t matter what the choice was. He
was just grateful that the newborn was healthy and had all her toes
and fingers.

Dennis straightened his tie, smoothed back his thinning hair,
and took a deep breath as he made his way to the maternity ward.
Childishly, he crossed his fingers, hoping that Allison would wel-
come him with a smile. But he knew in his gut there would be no
smile. Possibly, a tirade awaited him. When the call had come into
the office, he’d been going over a very muddled tax return with a
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client. A high-profile, high-paying client. There was no way he
could bolt out of the office leaving a client so furious at the Internal
Revenue Service. That had been three hours ago. His brand-new
daughter was already three hours old, and he hadn’t so much as
seen her.

No, there would be no smile on Allison’s face.

He stood outside the door of his wife’s room. He could hear
voices inside. He frowned. Was it possible his wife had visitors so
soon? Maybe it was a nurse, and they were cooing over the new
baby. He brightened a little at the thought.

Dennis knocked softly. At the same time, he pasted a smile on
his face and pressed down on the latch of the door handle. He tried
for a joke, but it felt sickly even to him when he said, “Ready or not,
here comes the new father!”

Dennis took it in all at once; two strange men standing at the
foot of the bed, his wife sitting propped up in the bed like a
princess and, of course, the nurse, a red-haired, red-faced woman
who looked to be flushed with anger. There was no sign of a
bassinet or his new daughter. He looked around, instinctively
knowing something was wrong. He managed to gasp out one word.
“Baby?”

“Dennis, it was nice of you to come. It’s been, what, four hours
since I had the baby.”

Dennis looked at his watch. “Three and a half hours,” he man-
aged to croak. The fear he was feeling escalated as he looked at the
nurse and her cartful of medical equipment as well as medicines.
The men had briefcases. What did that mean? Suddenly he felt
light-headed in the small private room they couldn’t afford but
Allison had insisted on. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he recog-
nized one of the men standing by the foot of the bed. He’'d seen
him at the Rotary Club. A lawyer. What the hell was a lawyer doing
in his wife’s hospital room? The other one must be a lawyer, too.
What the hell were two lawyers doing there? Whatever it was, he
knew instinctively it wasn’t going to be good for him.

Allison’s voice was cool and detached when she made the intro-
ductions. “Dennis, this is Jason Carmichael and his partner, Oliver
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Barrows. They are my attorneys. I'm divorcing you and giving you
sole custody of the baby. These two gentlemen will handle all the
details. I don’t want anything from you. You can keep the house,
the cars, and what little we have in the bank. When I'm discharged,
I'm walking away from here, and you’ll never see me again.”

Dennis looked around for a chair. There wasn’t one. He strug-
gled with the words he’d just heard. “I don’t understand” was the
best response he could manage. He felt the red-faced nurse’s hand
on his arm. It felt warm and comforting, but it did nothing to take
away the dizzy feeling. He wondered if he was going to make a fool
of himself and pass out.

Allison’s voice turned ice cold. “It’s simple, really, Dennis.
Things haven’t been right between us for a long time. The preg-
nancy never should have happened. You knew I didn’t want to have
children. So I'm giving you the child I never wanted. I no longer
want to be married to you. I can’t make it any more simple. Now, if
you’ll just sign the papers, these gentlemen will handle everything.
Grow up, Dennis. This isn’t a fairy tale. I don’t want to be your
princess, and I no longer want to live in a cracker box. With or with-
out you. I do not want to be a mother. I want to be myself and live
a life of my own choosing.”

Dennis’s head was still spinning as he tried to absorb all that he
was hearing. He wondered who was paying for these attorneys.
What a stupid thought. He looked at the two men, who were eye-
balling him. One offered him a pen, and he scrawled his name, as
directed, in about ten different places. He heard his wife’s sigh of
relief. He looked over at the nurse, whose eyes were full of pity. She
led him from the room.

In the antiseptic hallway, the nurse took his arm and steered him
toward the nursery. She pointed to a small pink bassinet and
smiled. “Everything happens for a reason, Mr. Matthews. That’s
how you have to look at things right now.”

Dennis pressed his face against the glass and stared at the tightly
wrapped pink bundle. His daughter. Tears rolled down his cheeks.
“I'll do my best . . . Olivia.”

When the nurse tugged at his arm, he looked up. “You should
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go home now, Mr. Matthews, and . . . and . . . make some plans. You
should be able to take your new daughter home at the end of the
week. You need to prepare.”

Dennis turned to walk back to his wife’s room. He wanted an ex-
planation. The nurse tugged on his arm again. “Your wife left in-
structions that you weren’'t to be permitted any other visiting
privileges. Just the one. I'm truly sorry, Mr. Matthews.”

“Yeah. Yeah, me too.”

Dennis left the hospital in a daze. The nurse was right, he had to
make plans. Serious plans.

His shoulders slumped with misery, his eyes wet, Dennis drove
home, still trying to make sense of what had just happened to him
and his brand-new daughter.
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e was her client.
A superrich paying client.

And, said client was ticked off;, big-time.

A murderous glint in her eyes, Olivia Lowell took one step back-
ward, then another. “I refuse to tolerate this type of behavior,
Cecil. I will not be intimidated. I was told you were a gentleman.
Hal”

Alice, the West Highland terrier at Olivia’s feet, barked shrilly
and showed her teeth. “She’s a killer, Cecil, so it might behoove
you to rethink your actions. Now, what’s it going to be? Be aware
that I am a woman whose biggest failing in life is my lack of pa-
tience.”

Cecil eyed the woman standing in front of him, then the yapper
at her feet. And he did what any red-blooded Yorkshire terrier
would do. He lay down, rolled over, and barked. Happily. Bounding
back up on all fours, he raced across the studio, whirled, twirled,
and did a hind-leg jig. His one and only trick. Alice ran after him
and somehow managed to swat his rear end with one furry paw.
They ended up tussling on the studio floor.

“Now look at you, Cecil! The executors of your owner’s estate
are not going to like this. I need to take your picture, so let’s get
with it. You're big news, Cecil. You just inherited the Manning for-
tune. You're going to live a life of luxury. Don’t you want to get your
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due? It isn’t every day a fortune lands in a dog’s lap. C’'mon, let me
take your picture. I promise it will be painless,” Olivia pleaded.

Cecil hopped onto a stool and did his jig again, to Alice’s dismay.
Olivia resigned herself to the fact that she wasn’t going to get a por-
trait of the famous dog but would have to go with action shots,
which probably wasn’t a bad thing at all. She’d tried to explain to
the dog’s handler, a lawyer named Jeff Bannerman, that Cecil had a
mind of his own, but he refused to listen. What Bannerman had
said was something to the effect that you’re supposed to be the
best of the best—now prove it.

Like that was going to happen! If Cecil had been an ordinary
dog, maybe. She’d met Cecil two years before, when Lillian
Manning had commissioned her to do a sitting portrait of the dog.
The picture, while nice, reflected Cecil’s more or less placid puppy-
hood. Now the moneymen responsible for Mrs. Manning’s estate
wanted a grown-up picture, and they were willing to pay ten thou-
sand dollars for it. After all, it was going to be shown around the
world, and it would aid her career, they said.

Olivia reached into her pocket and withdrew a whistle, the kind
that emitted a loud, piercing sound that only dogs could hear. She
blew it three times and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Cecil, get
on that bench and pose! Now! Or . . . or you are going back home
with that stiff who brought you here.”

Cecil stopped pawing through the wastebasket, turned to look
at the object of his torment, then pranced over to the bench and
hopped up. He posed, he preened, he looked haughty, he looked
devilish, then he lay down. Alice barked her approval as Olivia’s
Nikon clicked and clicked. Then, ham that he was, Cecil stood up
on all fours and bowed. He actually bowed. Olivia burst out laugh-
ing—until Cecil showed his teeth, which meant the gig was over.
He hopped down and chased Alice around the room until the fe-
male terrier collapsed. The Yorkie pounced on her and barked
shrilly. Alice ignored him. With nothing else to entertain him, Cecil
lifted his leg and defiantly peed on the legs of a tripod. Then he
walked back to Alice. He lay down and was asleep within seconds.
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Olivia smiled as she looked at the two sleeping dogs. She adored
Cecil but felt sorry for him. He was now destined to live out his life
in a fancy mansion with servants catering to his every whim. The
servants wouldn’t love him or play with him the way Lillian
Manning had. Poor, poor Cecil. Maybe the money people would
allow Cecil to have play dates with Alice. How silly was that? How
silly was leaving a hundred-and-fifty-million-dollar estate to a dog?
Pretty damn silly, in her opinion.

Olivia Lowell, photographer to the canine world, looked at her
watch. Lunchtime. Yogurt, a banana, and a cup of coffee, and she’d
be ready to photograph a seven-year-old English whippet named
Sasha for her owner’s Christmas card. Christmas was ten months
away, but the owner said she didn’t want to have to wait till the last
minute.

It was a lucrative living, and Olivia enjoyed every minute of it be-
cause she was a devout animal lover.

As Olivia spooned the yogurt into her mouth, she thought about
her father. She missed him but understood his desire to retire to
the islands and rent out his fishing boat to tourists. He was happier
these days than she’d ever seen him. Of course, that might have
something to do with his new love, Lea. Maybe she would call him
later in the day to ask him how things were going.

Tears pricked Olivia’s deep-green eyes when she thought of her
father and how he’d raised her on his own. He’d sacrificed so much
for her, even giving up his accounting practice and going to night
school to learn photography so he could open a studio in their home
to be with her during the day. A studio that he himself built on the
side of the house, with its own entrance, bath, and minikitchen. The
studio even had a plaque beside the door that said LOWELL AND LOWELL,
and underneath their names, the word PHOTOGRAPHY.

Her father had never remarried, despite her urging as she grew
older. Not that he didn’t, as he called it, “keep company” with vari-
ous and sundry ladies. Some of those ladies were to Olivia’s liking
and some weren’t, but she kept her own counsel where they were
concerned. Until Lea came along five years ago. Lea was the mother



16 Fern Michaels

she never had. They were friends, good friends. Maybe now that
both her father and Lea were in a less stressful atmosphere and re-
tired, they might think about getting married. At least she hoped
so, for her father’s sake.

Three things happened simultaneously when Olivia tossed her
empty yogurt container in the trash. Cecil and Alice raced into the
kitchen; Sasha, the English whippet, arrived wearing a huge red
and white Santa hat, granny glasses that were tied to her ears, and a
Christmas neckerchief; and a distinguished-looking gentleman car-
rying a briefcase rang her front doorbell.

Olivia strode to the front door. She really needed to make some
rules around here. The least Sasha’s owner could have done was
take the dog to the studio door instead of the kitchen door. Now
she had to contend with some door-to-door salesman, the barking,
howling dogs, and her own frustrations. Her father would have had
the situation under control in a heartbeat. All he ever had to do was
look a dog in the eye, wag his finger, and he was rewarded with in-
stant obedience. Her clients walked all over her.

“What?” she snapped irritably. “Whatever you’re selling, I'm not
interested.” She was about to shut the door when the man held up
a small white business card. She paused to read it. He was Prentice
O’Brien from the law firm of O’Brien, O’Malley and O’Shaughnessy:.
A nice Irish firm, Olivia surmised. Or else it was some kind of song-
and-dance act, and the man standing in front of her was a scam
artist.

“What?” she said again, yelling to be heard over the din. “Is
someone suing me?” Sasha’s body slammed against the locked
storm door. Prentice O’ Brien stepped back, his face showing ap-
prehension.

“No!” the lawyer bellowed in return. “Can we go somewhere to
talk where it’s a little more quiet?”

Olivia brushed at her blond curls. “I'm afraid not,” she bellowed
back as loudly as the lawyer had. “I'm running late, and, as you can
see, I seem to have lost control here. Why don’t you call me later,
around five.”
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The lawyer frowned. “Ms. Lowell, this really is important, urgent
even. We need to talk.”

Olivia turned around when she heard a sound reminiscent of a
waterfall. Sasha was peeing on the hall carpet runner. Damn. She
noted the look of disgust on the lawyer’s face.

“Some other time. This situation is really urgent. Good-bye,
Mr.”—she looked down at the card in her hand—“Mr. O’Brien.”
She shut the door in the man’s face and raced to the kitchen for a
roll of paper towels.

Thirty minutes later she was still searching for Sasha’s glasses
and Santa Claus hat. My father would have this under control, too.
Damn.

At three o’clock Sasha and all her gear were gone. Cecil’s han-
dler still hadn’t picked him up. Anna Logan, the owner of Logan’s
Bakery, arrived with a basket of new kittens. She wanted pictures to
put up on the bakery bulletin board in the hope that some of her
customers would adopt them.

It was ten after five when Anna and the kittens pulled out of
Olivia’s driveway. Cecil’s handler still hadn’t arrived to pick him up,
which probably meant he’d forgotten about him. Just the way
Alice’s owners had forgotten to pick her up three years ago. That
had been Alice’s lucky day. Olivia loved Alice the way mothers love
their children.

At five-thirty the doorbell and the phone pealed at the same
time. Ignoring the doorbell, Olivia answered the phone while Alice
and Cecil raced to the front door and barked. Cecil’s handler was
on the phone, asking if Olivia could possibly keep Cecil overnight,
and he would be picked up in the morning by “someone.”

“Well, sure, for fifty dollars an hour, Mr. Bannerman. I don’t op-
erate a dog-sitting service. This is a photography studio.” She was
told the fee would be no problem. After all, Cecil was the richest
dog in the United States. She hung up the phone wondering what
she was going to prepare for dinner as she made her way to the
front door. She opened it. Prentice O’Brien.

“What is it, Mr. O’Brien? It’s the end of the day, I'm tired, and if
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no one is suing me, I can’t imagine what you want to talk to me
about. Make it quick.”

“Can I at least come in, Ms. Lowell? It’s rather cold out here, and
it is snowing.”

It was snowing. How had she missed that? Maybe she’d build a
fire later, snuggle with the dogs, and think about Clarence De Witt’s
marriage proposal. Then again, maybe she wouldn’t think about
Clarence De Witt’s marriage proposal. She didn’t want to be Mrs.
Clarence De Witt. She didn’t want to be Mrs. Anybody. She liked
her life just the way it was, thank you very much. “All right. This bet-
ter be good and quick. Come in. Just so you know, Mr. O’Brien, I
hate lawyers.”

“Until you need us,” O’Brien quipped. “Nice house,” he said,
looking around as Olivia led him to the great room that ran the en-
tire length of the house.

“Thank you. My dad did all the work, even this addition and the
entire studio. He can do anything,” she said proudly. “This used to
just be a two-bedroom ranch house, but Dad added two bath-
rooms, a third bedroom, and this great room. He remodeled the
kitchen, too. He built the playhouse in the back for me when I was
little.”

“Your father sounds like an extraordinary man, Ms. Lowell.”

“Oh, he is. He raised me when my mother died. If she’d lived, I
can’t imagine her doing a better job. Now, tell me why you’re here
and what I can do for you.”

The attorney removed his overcoat and laid it on the side of the
sofa. He looked puzzled. “Did I hear you right just now? Did you
say your mother died?”

“Yes, the day I was born. Thirty-four years ago. That’s her picture
on the mantel. It’s the only one we have. Her name was Allison.
Why are you here, Mr. O’Brien? Does this visit have something to
do with my dad?”

“Not directly.”

While O’Brien walked over to the fireplace and studied the pic-
ture on the mantel, she eyed the briefcase on the sturdy pine coffee
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table. It looked old and well used, with scuff marks and gouges in
the cowhide. She wondered how many lawsuits it represented. She
waited, her gaze taking in the familiar room, while the lawyer, who
had returned to stand by the coffee table, riffled through his case
for whatever it was he was going to show her.

She loved this room, she really did. One wall was her own per-
sonal rogue’s gallery, as her father called it. Every inch of space on
the wall was covered with pictures of her from the day she was
born. The massive stone fireplace, with a hearth so wide and deep
she could have positioned a sofa on it, took up another wall. Her fa-
ther had allowed her to carry the irregular fieldstones in from out-
side, making the building of it a joint effort. In the winter they
made roaring fires, popped corn, and toasted marshmallows. They
even grilled weenies on sticks on occasion. The green plants and
fica trees were her contribution. She trimmed and watered them
weekly. All were lush and green, thanks to the three skylights that
graced the ceiling.

She’d had sleepovers in this very room when she was young.
She wondered where all those old friends were these days.

Olivia was jolted from her thoughts when the lawyer cleared his
throat. “What I have here in my hand is the last will and testament
of your mother, whom you probably know as Allison Matthews
Lowell, although she changed her name to Adrian Ames soon after
divorcing your father. I can read it to you, or you can read it your-
self.”

Olivia threw her hands in the air. “See? See? I knew this was a
mistake. You have the wrong person. My mother died when I was
born. I guess there’s some other Olivia Lowell out there. I'm sorry
you wasted your time, Mr. O’ Brien.”

The attorney cleared his throat again. “I didn’t waste my time,
Ms. Lowell. I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, but your mother
did not die thirty-four years ago. She died two weeks ago and left
her entire estate to you. And whoever that is in the picture on the
mantel, it’s not Adrian Ames.”

Olivia’s heart thundered in her chest. She reached out to grasp
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the arm of the chair she was sitting on, only to see Cecil perched
there. She picked him up and brought him close to her chest. She
was so light-headed she couldn’t think. “No! No! Don’t tell me that.
My father . . . my father . . . would never . . . he wouldn’t lie . . . This
must be some kind of cruel joke, and I don’t appreciate it. No,
you’re wrong.”

Prentice O’Brien inched the will in its sky-blue cover across the
coffee table. It glared up at Olivia like an obscene blue eye. She
made no move to reach for it. She struggled with her voice. “I think
you should leave now, Mr. O’Brien.”

“Ms. Lowell, I'm sorry about this, but my firm represented your
mother for many, many years. This is not a mistake. Once you know
the story behind all this, I'm sure you’ll understand it is not some
cruel hoax. I understand your being upset, so I'm going to leave. I
suggest you contact your father and talk with him. After you've
done that, please feel free to call me.”

Olivia watched in a daze as the attorney stood up and put on his
overcoat. Faster than a lightning bolt, both dogs chased him to the
door. Olivia heard the little pinging sound made by the alarm sys-
tem when the door opened and closed.

She burst into tears.

If what the attorney said was true, her whole life was a lie. A big,
fat lie!

She cried harder. She had a mother. Had had a mother. A
mother she never knew. A real, live, flesh-and-blood mother like all
her friends had, like Sara Kelly’s mother. Olivia bolted from the
chair and raced to the powder room off the great room. The dogs
huddled and whimpered at the strange sounds emanating from be-
hind the closed door.

Ten minutes later Olivia literally crawled out of the powder room
on her hands and knees, her face splotchy and red. She crawled
across the slick hardwood floors she’d helped her father install.
Tongue-and-groove. She’d thought that phrase so funny as a child.
Her father had allowed her to hand him the pieces of wood and
showed her how to lay them down. She’d been so proud that he al-
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lowed her to help. “It’s just you and me, kid,” he always said after
they finished a project. Just you and me, kid. Yeah, right. I think
you left someone out, Daddy.

It wasn’t until she was back in her favorite chair that she saw that
the will was still on the coffee table. Well, she certainly wasn’t going
to touch that. No way was she ever going to touch that. Absolutely,
she was never, ever going to touch that.

Alice pawed her mistress’s leg for attention. When there was no
response, the dog ran to the kitchen for her food bowl, carried it
back, and dropped it at Olivia’s feet. Cecil barked. Olivia looked at
her watch. It was time for Alice’s supper. Cecil, too, since she was
dog-sitting. She felt a hundred years old when she heaved herself
to her feet and made her way to the kitchen.

Olivia reached into the cabinet for the dog food. Her father had
allowed her to screw the knobs into the cabinets. Just you and me,
kid. A duo instead of a trio. She started to cry again, the tears
rolling down her cheeks like a waterfall. She sniffed as she scooped
out the food into two bowls and watched as both dogs gobbled it
down. She let them outside. It was snowing harder. It always
snowed in February. Her father was probably basking on the deck
of his boat, sharing a glass of wine with Lea at this hour. It was prob-
ably warm and balmy, and they were probably both wearing shorts
and T-shirts.

She needed to call her father. What should she say? How should
she say it? Just you and me, kid. Now it was her father and Lea.
And, she wasn’t a kid anymore.

Nothing was what it seemed. Not even the picture of “her
mother” on the mantel.

Alice scratched against the door as Cecil tried to nip her ear.
Olivia opened the door, towel-dried the dogs, handed each of them
a treat. She should think about her own dinner. She reached for a
box of Cheerios and carried it back to the great room. She set the
box down and made a fire.

Olivia was a little girl again as she hugged her knees to her chest
and watched the flames dance behind the ornate grate. She picked
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at the dry cereal, sharing it with the two dogs sitting next to her.
She had to think, but her brain suddenly wasn’t working.

Just you and me, kid.

Liar! Liar!

Both dogs crawled into Olivia’s lap and snuggled with her. How
warm and comforting they felt. Suddenly, a red-hot streak of rage,
hot as the fire she was looking at, ripped through her. What kind of
mother would . ..would...ignore her daughter for thirty-four
years? Who was this woman who had left her entire estate to a
daughter she’d ignored all her life?

Well, the only person who could answer those questions, other
than possibly the attorney, was her father. And only he could tell
her who was in the picture on the mantel.

Olivia got to her feet and rummaged between the sofa cushions
for the portable phone. For some reason she always stuck it be-
tween the cushion and the arm. Most times the battery was dead,
and she had to recharge it or use her cell phone. She took a mighty,
deep breath and dialed her father’s cell phone. She wasn’t sur-
prised when Lea answered, sounding happy and relaxed. Well, why
the hell shouldn’t she sound happy and relaxed, with her father and
all that warm sunshine?

“Lea, it’s Ollie,” she said, using her father’s favorite nickname for
her. “Is he there?”

“Honey, you sound . . . funny. Are you all right? Do you have a
cold or something? If you do, you need to start taking care of it. I
saw on the news that it’s very cold and snowing in Winchester.”

“Or something,” Olivia responded. “Is Dad there?”

“He was until about ten minutes ago. He’s down on the pier
watching some fisherman haul in a huge marlin. Can I have him re-
turn your call, or would you like me to go get him? I don’t think he’ll
be too long. Let’s face it, how long can you stare at a dead fish?”

Olivia knew she was supposed to laugh at Lea’s little joke. She
didn’t. She wondered if she would ever laugh again about anything.
“No, that’s okay. Tell him to call me when he gets in. It’s impor-
tant, Lea.”
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“Is there anything I can do, honey?”

“No. But thanks for asking.” Olivia clicked the OFF button and re-
placed the phone in its stand instead of letting it slide down be-
tween the cushions. She walked back to the fire, carrying an
armful of pillows. She was so cold she ached. The dogs curled up
next to her, and she fed them the crunchy cereal, one morsel at a
time.

Just you and me, kid.
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Three hours later, the dogs sound asleep on the pillows, Olivia’s
phone finally rang. She looked at it through narrowed green
eyes that were little more than slits. The rage she’d felt earlier was
still with her. Getting up carefully so as not to wake the sleeping
dogs, she barked a greeting into the phone.

“Ollie, Ollie, how are you? I'm sorry I missed your call. Daimon
brought in this glorious marlin, and we all had to stand around and
watch him gloat. Then we had to go to Finnegan’s to make a toast.
What’s up, honey? Lea said you sounded funny and wasn’t sure if
you were sick or something was wrong.”

There’s something wrong all right. ‘A lawyer came to see me this
afternoon.”

“Good Lord, don’t tell me someone is suing you! When are peo-
ple going to understand the camera doesn’t lie? They look the way
they look. Call up our attorney, offer to redo the photos, then
touch them up. That should work. You aren’t upset over this, are
you, Ollie? You know it goes with the territory. It happened so many
times to me, I lost count.”

How cheerful and upbeat his voice sounds, Olivia thought,
when my own is so chilly and hateful. Just you and me, kid. “It
wasn’t about a disgruntled client, Dad. It was about my deceased
mother—your deceased wife. The woman whose picture is 7ot on
the mantel. It seems she rose from the dead and died all over again
two weeks ago. Well, Daaadd, what do you have to say about that?”
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The silence on the other end of the phone was so total, Olivia
had to prompt her father for a response. “Well?”

“I'll get the first plane out in the morning. I should be there by
midafternoon. This is not something to discuss over the phone.”

“Why the hell not, Daaadd?” Olivia wailed. “How could you?
More to the point, how dare you not tell me? How dare you let me
think that woman in the picture was my mother? How dare you,
Dad?” With shaking hands, Olivia pitched the phone across the
room. She watched as the small cover that held the batteries
bounced off; and the batteries rolled across the tongue-and-groove
floor. She cried harder but made no move to fix the phone. Instead,
she went back to the fire and curled up with the dogs, where she
cried herself to sleep.

Olivia woke with a stiff neck. She struggled to her feet, all the
while massaging her neck. She hoped a hot shower would work
out the kink. The dogs raced to the back door, then did a double
take when they saw the night’s snowfall piled up against the sliding
door. Game little rascals that they were, they did their best to plow
through snow that was taller than them. They peed quickly and
raced back to the house. Olivia handed out treats, made coffee, and
trudged off to the shower, where she stood under the pelting spray
until the water ran cold. After dressing quickly in a fleece-lined blue
sweat suit, heavy socks, and sneakers, she pulled back her hair in a
ponytail and tied it with a red ribbon. The last thing she did before
leaving the bathroom was to apply some face toner in the hope
it would reduce the redness and puffiness around her eyes. Like
she really cared how she looked.

What she needed next was coffee. Lots and lots of coffee. As she
sipped her second cup, she stared out the kitchen window, know-
ing that by eight o’clock, all her customers scheduled for the day
would call to cancel. Considering her frame of mind, she thought it
was a good thing. The only way she would be able to catch up was
to work weekends. That wasn’t so bad, because she rarely did any-
thing on the weekends except maybe go to dinner or the movies
with Clarence.
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In order not to dwell on her immediate problem, Olivia tried to
shift mental gears and think about her personal life. With the ex-
ception of Dee Dee Pepper, all her old friends were married with
families. Most of them had moved out of state, and she’d lost touch
with them. Christmas was always an eye-opener, when the cards
came in with newsletters, new-baby pictures, and family updates.
She hated reading the details. Someday she was going to meet a
guy who was going to sweep her off her feet. A guy who would like
animals and respect what she did for a living. A man with whom she
would want to start a family. She shrugged when she realized her
biological clock was ticking. “If it’s meant to be, it will be,” she mut-
tered to herself.

The phone rang in the kitchen. Olivia looked at the clock. Five
minutes to eight. It was Cecil’s handler, Jeff Bannerman, pleading
for her to keep Cecil another day, what with the snow-clogged
roads. Olivia agreed, reminding Jeff that her services were fifty dol-
lars an hour. As on the previous day, he readily agreed and said he
would bring a check for the full amount when he came to pick up
Cecil.

The phone rang three more times, her three morning clients
canceling and rescheduling. Outside, the skies were gray, and it
looked like more snow. Her father was going to be in for a shock
when he stepped off the plane. He was also going to have to take a
taxi. There was no way she was going to the airport with road con-
ditions what they were.

Olivia refilled her coffee cup and carried it to the table, position-
ing it on one of the cheerful place mats she’d made last winter. She
loved this kitchen, with the white cabinets and colorful greenery on
the counters. She loved the whole house and was delightedly
stunned when her father had deeded it to her when he and Lea
went off to the islands. The hanging plants were thick and lush,
thanks to a weekly dose of plant food and a good water spritzing
every other day. Her collection of saltshakers and pepper grinders
graced the tops of the cabinets. Her father had built a special shelf
on top of the cabinets when she said she was going to start collect-
ing something. He’'d always acquiesced in everything she wanted
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and got right on it, making it happen. He’d been a wonderful fa-
ther. Until now. Now she thought of him as a liar. He’d betrayed her
in the worst possible way. How could she ever forgive something
like this?

Was there a reason for his deception? Surely he had a reason.
She wished she knew more about motherhood. All she knew was
what she read in magazines and stories and what she’d observed as
a child with her friends’ mothers. The bottom line in those maga-
zines and stories was about mothers loving their children more
than life itself. Why did her mother give her away? Maybe she had-
n’t wanted to be pregnant. Maybe she hadn’t been mother material.
Or maybe Olivia had been an ugly baby. Maybe something had been
wrong with her when she was born that offended her mother. But
then she snorted at such thoughts.

Was she blaming the wrong person? It was possible, she sup-
posed, that her father only did what her mother wanted. Since she
didn’t know anything about her mother—not even what she’d
looked like—she couldn’t really say. What she was sure of was that
her father loved her with all his heart. She was certain in her own
mind that he still loved her and that there had to be reasons why
he’d done what he did. And now he was on his way to her to try to
make all this right.

Olivia felt like crying, but she bit down on her lower lip. Crying
was for wimps. At least that’s what her father said. She leaned over
and turned the radio on just to have some sound. Music filled the
kitchen and lifted her spirits. Since her father was going to be
there, maybe she should think about what she was going to make
for dinner. She eyed the Crock-Pot sitting on the counter. With her
busy schedule, it was a lifesaver. But today, even though she had
the time, she didn’t feel like cooking. She’d just dump stuff in it
from the freezer, and whatever it turned out to be, she and her dad
would eat.

It took her all of ten minutes to drop a package of chicken parts
into the oversize pot, along with celery, carrots, frozen peas and
corn, and a can of chicken broth. At the last minute she opened the
cabinet over the stove and sprinkled every spice she had on the
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rack into the mess. She covered it, adjusted the cook time, then
dusted her hands dramatically. Done.

Olivia opened the freezer again, withdrew a Boston cream pie,
and set it on the counter to thaw out. Her father loved Boston
cream pie. These days, Lea made the pies from scratch.

Just you and me, kid.

Somehow Olivia managed to while away the hours by tidying up
the studio, playing with the dogs, checking the Crock-Pot, and
washing a load of towels. She looked at the time on her watch at
least a hundred times until she heard the pinging sound of the
doorbell. With the dogs at her heels, she ran to the foyer, where
she skidded to a stop, opened the door, and stared at her father.

He looked wonderful, tanned and fit, wearing heavy winter clothes
that looked brand-new. But there was such sadness, such regret
and weariness in his eyes that she knew he hadn’t slept. She burst
into tears. He reached for her, and she fell into his arms. He held
her so tightly she wanted to squeal with the pain, but she didn’t.

“I have no words to tell you how very sorry I am, Ollie. This was
never supposed to happen. Never!” he said vehemently. “Let’s go
into the kitchen and have something hot to drink.”

In the kitchen, Olivia reached for a cup and poured coffee for
her father. She’d been making pot after pot of coffee since ten
o’clock, then throwing each one out because she wanted the coffee
to be fresh when her father arrived.

Olivia waited until her father had taken his first sip before she
whispered, “Tell me everything.”

He did.

“I didn’t know what to do, Ollie. I was numb. All I could think of
was that you were just a few hours old, and I was the only one who
wanted you. I signed everything they put in front of me. I was full of
fear and panic. I think the look on your mother’s face told me there
was no hope that she would change her mind. She had some pretty
highfalutin lawyers back then. To this day, I don’t know how she
paid for them. She said she wanted a divorce, didn’t want you, and
didn’t want anything from me. She also said she was taking back her
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maiden name. All that was in the . . . the contract I signed. Allison
agreed never to interfere in your life. I insisted on that when I fi-
nally got my wits about me. She readily agreed. She didn’t want ei-
ther one of us. I know that must hurt you unbearably, Ollie, but I
can’t change what is. From that day on, I never heard a thing about
her. She kept her word.

“I talked to our minister, your grandmother, anyone who would
listen or who I thought could offer advice. They all agreed that
telling you your mother had passed away would be best. I tried to
be both mother and father to you. I did my best, Ollie. It was really
rocky in the beginning, but you were too young to remember. I did
what I thought was best for both of us.”

“You did, Dad. I just wish you had told me. I'm not faulting you
for the care you gave me. I loved our life. I love you. I just think I
should have known.”

Dennis Lowell ran his fingers through his sun-bleached hair. “I
always planned to tell yo